In this contribution, I offer a semiotic study of seven terms for the color red in the Hebrew Bible. I contend that such an approach allows us to recognize that the terms convey far more than mere hues in that they appear in texts that cluster references to stigmatized sexual behavior and blood and/or that involve implicitly bloody contexts. I first examine eleven texts in which the cluster appears, and then sixteen more that employ the cluster in more subtle ways. Afterwards, I offer an explanation for the cluster by examining the sympathetic and performative aspects of color in the wider Near East -specifically, how red, as the color of blood, encodes notions of protection, fertility, and defilement. Finally, I demonstrate how recognizing this code sheds light on a number of other biblical texts.
since the works of the aforementioned scholars, though advances have come primarily from archaeologists, anthropologists, and art historians working in Egyptology4 and Assyriology,5 who have had the advantage of working with colorful artistic remains. The study of colors in the Hebrew Bible also has benefitted from several important studies, but they too have not considered color terms from a semiotic perspective.6
With this in mind, I should like to examine biblical references to the color "red" ‫ם(‬ ‫דוֹ‬ ‫אָ‬ "red, " ‫ץ‬ ‫מַ‬ ‫חָ‬ "carmine, " ‫ר‬ ‫מַ‬ ‫חָ‬ "burgundy, " ‫ק‬ ַ ‫ר‬ ‫שָׂ‬ "dark-red, " ‫ר‬ ַ ׁ ‫ש‬ ָ ׁ ‫ש‬ "puce, " ‫י‬ ‫נִ‬ ָ ׁ ‫ש‬ "scarlet, " ‫ה‬ ‫עָ‬ ‫לֵ‬ ‫וֹ‬ ‫תּ‬ "crimson, " and ‫יל‬ ‫מִ‬ ְ ‫ר‬ ַ ‫כּ‬ "vermilion").7 Semantically speaking, together these terms constitute the Macro Category for the Basic Color Term "red. " Individually, each is a hyponym of "red. "8 As I aim to demonstrate, these symbolic signs convey far more than hues in that they index literary contexts involving stigmatized sexual behavior.9 Moreover, these same texts often include references to blood and/or involve implicitly bloody contexts.
Of course, one can find examples in modern Western cultures of red evoking forbidden sex, such as Nathaniel Hawthorne's classic 1850 novel, The Scarlet Letter, and numerous "red-light" districts. Yet, one cannot use these examples to assert the existence of a "universal" association, because the semiotics of color do not include the terms ‫ת‬ ‫לֶ‬ ‫כֵ‬ ְ ‫,תּ‬ "blue," or ‫֛ן‬ ‫מָ‬ ּ ‫גָ‬ ְ ‫ר‬ ‫,אַ‬ "purple," as they are distinguished from terms for "red" (e.g., Exod 25:4). See also 11Q Temple Scroll 10:12, which records the odd amalgam ‫אדום‬ ‫ארגמן‬ "purple-red" or "purple (and) red" (?). 8 See. e.g., Biggam, The Semantics of Colour, 21-25, 58-69. Approaches to the study of color are many and varied, depending on the discipline in which one finds them (pp. 9-20; 86-108 are culture specific, even if borrowed.10 My two examples bear this out. The use of red in The Scarlet Letter derives from Puritan anti-Catholic interpretations of the whore of Babylon who sits clothed in scarlet in Revelation 17:3-4,11 and red-light districts have their origins in China, where brothels hung red silk lamps outside their doors (also as signs of good luck).12 So too is it with red and blood. Though again one might think of this identification as a cultural "universal, " the symbolic sign "red" requires a precise collection of other signs that allow us to interpret it as blood. Moreover, the word "blood" also is a symbolic sign, and thus, it too can signify different things in different cultures, and even within the same culture. In a medical context, blood might signify one's type, whereas elsewhere it might signify kin relations. Thus, to understand why biblical writers felt compelled to "cluster" terms for red with stigmatized sexual behavior and blood in a single literary context, we must look within ancient Israel's own semiotic system.13 I divide my presentation of the biblical evidence into four sections. In the first, I examine eleven texts in which the cluster appears. In the second, I turn to sixteen texts that employ the cluster in more subtle ways. In the third, I offer an explanation for the cluster by examining the sympathetic and performative aspects of color in the ancient Near East; specifically, how red, as the color of blood, encodes notions of protection, fertility, and defilement.14 In the fourth and final section, I demonstrate how recognizing this code sheds light on a number of biblical texts. 13 The way in which the texts combine the three is reminiscent of the clustering device first noted by Jonas C. Greenfield, "The Cluster in Biblical Poetry," MAARAV 55-56 (1990): 159-68: "In the 'cluster' the Biblical writer draws from the poetical resources available to him a number of word pairs and standard epithets and uses them to construct a complex poetic structure, or to set the background framework of the material that he is presenting" (160-61). 
Joshua 2
We next find the cluster in the account of the prostitute, Rahab, who binds a "cord of scarlet" ‫י(‬ ‫נִ‬ ָ ּ ׁ ‫ש‬ ‫הַ‬ ‫ּט‬ ‫)חו‬ to her window as a sign of her oath (Josh 2:18, 2:21). Here again the color would appear significant, though the cord's conspicuous placement in the window suggests that a cloth of any color would have served equally well as a signal. In addition, the spies' deictic reference to the cord, i.e., "bind this chord of scarlet thread in the window" (2:18), indicates that it already was in Rahab's possession, and was not an item they had brought with them.20 Therefore, it appears to be connected with Rahab's occupation. 21 If we may see the scarlet cord as belonging to the accoutrements of Rahab's trade, then its appearance in the account of Tamar's accouchement, a text in which she disguises herself as a prostitute, must have shared significance. Indeed, the connection between the two texts was not lost on later Jewish exegetes, who opined that Rahab received the scarlet cord from Zerah!22 Moreover, the two narratives share a context of inversion. In Genesis 38, the order of the infants is inverted. In the story of Rahab, the author transforms the scarlet cord from "dyed cloth," and thus, cognate with the Akkadian šinītu (CAD Š/3 47, s.v. šinītu A). He then compares it to cloth banners posted by ancient Arab women in polyandric relationships to mark them as "occupied" with their other husband (as discussed in Thomas Achelis, Die Entwickelung der Ehe. Beiträge zur Volks-und Völlerkunde 2 [Felber: Berlin, 1903 Arabicorum, vol. 8 (1894) , p. XXII, defines ‫اى‬ ‫ر‬ as "meretrix" (i.e., "prostitute") and adds the Arabic phrase ‫اية‬ ‫ر‬ ‫,ذات‬ i.e., "one possessing a cloth." The Latin portion of the entry states that the cloth also marked taverns and veterinarians. According to Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, vol. 3, 998-1002 , the root ‫اى‬ ‫ر‬ relates to "seeing" and can refer euphemistically both to women who "see" blood on their menstrual cloths and to the stained cloth itself (i.e., "that which is seen"). The Ibn Rosteh text glosses the name Zarnab Ḏ āt Rāya, who was a wet nurse/concubine to Khālid b. Abd Allah b. Asad b. Kurz, by alluding to the meaning of her name: "one possessing a cloth." While this comparative data is compelling, the reading "scarlet" for ‫י‬ ‫נִ‬ ָ ּ ׁ ‫ש‬ ‫הַ‬ is preferred by all the ancient witnesses: LXX κόκκινον, Targum Jonathan ‫,זהוריתא‬ Vulgate coccineus. Josephus, Antiquities V 5, too, translates with φοινικίδας, "red cloth." It also is possible that the Akkadian term šinītu refers to red-dyed cloth, as the term can refer to daubing a home with wet clay. Ḫḫ XIX 210 also lists TÚG.A.SÁ.A, TÚG.ŠU.ÙR.RA = ṣirpu after TÚG.A.GI4.A = ṣibutum, šinītum. Since ṣirpu means "red dyed wool," it is possible that ṣibutum and šinītum do as well. CAD Ṣ 208, s.v. ṣirpu. Unfortunately, the traditions adduced by Achelis and Krauss, as well as the work of Ibn Rosteh, say nothing about the cloth's color. Others have likened Rahab's scarlet thread to the account in Herodotus, Histories, I.199.2, in which women wear garlands of string (θώμιγγος) on their heads to attract strangers for sex; a text adopted with variations by Strabo, Geography, XVI.1.20. However, neither Herodotus nor Strabo relates the string's color. In fact, the word θώμιγγος can be used of a bow-string (Aeschylus, Persians, 461; Eumenides, 182) or fishing line (Oppian, Halieutica, 3.76) . The Letter of Jeremiah 6:43, also refers to women wearing cords: "The women also with cords (σχοινίον) about them, sitting in the ways, burn bran for perfume: but if any of them, drawn by some that passeth by, lie with him, she reproacheth her fellow, that she was not thought as worthy as herself, nor her cord broken." Again there is no color reference, and it is unclear if the cord was wrapped around the head or elsewhere. Therefore, there is no comparative justification for seeing Rahab's scarlet cord either as a banner marking her trade or as an item of apparel. 22 See Midrash HaGadol Bereshit, Ḥ aye Sara, 23:1. Rashi also relates the passage to the Book of Joshua (Josh 7:2), but observes that the word "hands" appears four times in this pericope to signify four items that Achan (the descendant of Zerah) took as spoil, including a Babylonian garment, two pieces of silver weighing two hundred shekels, and a wedge of gold. This is based on Bereshit Rabbah 85:14.
an emblem of prostitution into a symbol of hope.23 As such, it serves much like the window, which itself is an object charged with sexual import when associated with a woman, but here serves as a portal of salvation.24 Moreover, the two tales not only share a context of prostitution and scarlet, they involve blood. In the Tamar episode, blood is implicit in the act of birthing. In the Rahab story, the spies underscore the terms of the oath by qualifying that if any one of Rahab's kin were to go out into the street, that ‫וֹ‬ ׁ ‫ֹאש‬ ‫ר‬ ‫בְ‬ ‫מוֹ‬ ּ ‫דָ‬ "his blood would be on his (own) head" (Josh 2:19).
1 Kings 22
The deep associations of the sanguine color also inform the account of Ahab's death. According to 1 Kings 22:35, Ahab was mortally wounded by an archer while disguised in his chariot, and the blood from his wound spilled into the vehicle's casing. The people then brought the bloodied chariot to a pool in Samaria to clean it, and it was there that ּ ‫צו‬ ‫חָ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ ‫ת‬ ‫ֹנוֹ‬ ּ ‫ז‬ ‫הַ‬ ‫וְ‬ ‫מוֹ‬ ‫ת-דָּ‬ ‫אֶ‬ ‫ים‬ ‫בִ‬ ‫לָ‬ ְ ‫כּ‬ ‫הַ‬ ּ ‫ו‬ ‫ֹקּ‬ ‫ל‬ ָ ּ ‫י‬ ‫וַ‬ "the dogs licked up his blood and the prostitutes bathed" (22:38). Since the term "dog" is an epithet elsewhere given to the ׁ ‫ש‬ ‫דֵ‬ ‫,קָ‬ "male prostitute" (Deut 23: [18] [19] , the passage has added allusive power. Indeed, the narrator soon informs us that Jehoshaphat rid Judah of the "male prostitute(s)" ( ׁ ‫ש‬ ‫דֵ‬ ָ ‫קּ‬ ‫,)הַ‬ and adds that there was no king in ‫ם‬ ‫דוֹ‬ ‫,אֱ‬ "Edom" (22:47-48), thus concluding the bloody scene by evoking the color ‫ם‬ ‫דוֹ‬ ‫,אָ‬ "red. "25
Isaiah 1
The association of scarlet and prostitution also occurs in Isaiah 1:18-23, in which the prophet describes Zion as a ‫ה‬ ‫נָ‬ ‫,זוֹ‬ "prostitute, " (1:21) whose sins he likens to those of the rulers of Sodom and the people of Gomorrah (1:10). He even explains her apostasy in terms that evoke her profession. Thus, he states that righteousness once lodged in her (rather than clients) (1:21), and 15:7, 18:17) to ‫ֹם‬ ‫ד‬ ‫,אָ‬ "red." However, she connects the toponyms ‫ה‬ ‫מָ‬ ‫דְ‬ ‫אַ‬ (Gen 14:2), ‫ה‬ ‫מָ‬ ‫דָ‬ ‫אֲ‬ (Josh 19:36) , and ‫ב‬ ‫קֶ‬ ֶ ּ ‫נ‬ ‫הַ‬ ‫י‬ ‫מִ‬ ‫דָ‬ ‫אֲ‬ (Josh 19:33) , to the word ‫ה‬ ‫מָ‬ ‫דָ‬ ‫,אֲ‬ "soil." Regardless of the etymologies, all the names semiotically connote "red" and/or "red-soil." I discuss this further below.
he spices his harangue with images of silver (1:22), mixed-wine (1:22), princes (1:23), companions (1:23), and the loaded words ‫ב‬ ‫הַ‬ ‫,אָ‬ "love, " ‫ף‬ ‫ֹדֵ‬ ‫,ר‬ "pursuer, " and ‫ים‬ ‫ֹנִ‬ ‫מ‬ ‫לְ‬ ַ ׁ ‫,ש‬ "payments" (1:23).26 The mention of ‫א‬ ‫ֹבֶ‬ ‫,ס‬ "mixed-wine, " is of special note. As the ‫ים‬ ‫בִ‬ ‫נָ‬ ‫ם-עֲ‬ ‫,דַ‬ "blood of grapes, " wine conjures burgundy notions of both red and blood. 27 Despite the prostitute's transgressions, Yahweh declares: "though your sins are like scarlet ‫ים(‬ ‫נִ‬ ָ ׁ ‫,)ש‬ they will become white as snow, though they are red as crimson ‫ע(‬ ‫לָ‬ ‫וֹ‬ ‫תּ‬ ‫כַ‬ ּ ‫ימו‬ ‫דִּ‬ ‫,)יאְ‬ they shall be like wool" (1:18).28 The Targum's rendering of ‫ים‬ ‫נִ‬ ָ ׁ ‫ש‬ with ‫ים‬ ‫תִ‬ ְ ‫,כּ‬ "blood-stained, " demonstrates that the color evokes blood in this context. Completing the cluster is Isaiah's pronouncement that Zion's hands are ּ ‫או‬ ‫לֵ‬ ‫מָ‬ ‫ים‬ ‫מִ‬ ‫,דָּ‬ "full of blood" (1:15).
